belief in scriptural myth and, in total scope, celebrated the victory of resurrection and eternal destiny. The chapters in E. K. Chambers' The Mediaeval Stage on various kinds of folk drama, such as "Festival Play," "The MayGame," and "The Sword-Dance," present interesting testimony of the numerous forms of seasonal celebrations that developed in England out of primitive ritual. Speaking of the sword dances and the St. George plays, Chambers remarks that they are the "outcome of the instinct of play, manipulating for its own purposes the mock sacrifice and other debris of extinct ritual. Their central incident symbolizes the renouveau, the annual death of the year or the fertilization spirit and its annual resurrection in spring."7 A second main tradition of comedy inherited by Shakespeare was based on the Roman comedy of Plautus and Terence. The plays of Plautus and Terence are set in the context of a specific social structure and a well-defined system of laws and mores. Typically, the desires of young men are placed in opposition to the more sober concerns of citizen fathers who are particularly adamant when the girls whom the young men pursue are not citizens of the Athenian world in which the plays are usually set. The clever servant, who should be obedient and keep his place, attempts to turn the social order upside down by outwitting the father and advancing the amour of the son. Specific problems arise if a slave owner objects to a young man's attempt to make off with a girl legally bound to the owner or if a son has incurred a debt against his father's wishes and knowledge. The plots are a series of moves and countermoves designed to maneuver the play's characters through social and legal complications to a point where a discovery or a stratagem allows conflicting parties to come together in a situation of awareness and agreement, a feast and a wedding promised as a celebration of the social concord. In the process a myopic father may be exposed as a foolish dotard, a braggart soldier as a bumptious pretender, a young lover as a sentimental dreamer, a wife as a shrew, a slave dealer as a villainous rascal. A parade of parasites, courtesans, domestics, and assorted citizens, each with a proper social role to play, fills out the stage of Roman comedy, the drama of everyday life.
The definition of this kind of comedy, a definition that became the major premise of the Renaissance conception of classical comedy, was articulated by Cicero in the oration Pro Sexto Roscio Amerino. Cicero referred to a situation in a Roman comedy to illustrate a point he was arguing, and then to affirm the cogency of the example, he said: "I think, in fact, that these fictions of the poets are intended to give us a representation of our manners in the character of others and a vivid picture of our daily life."8 Aelius Donatus, a fourth-century commentator, whose work on Terence was ubiquitously published, imitated, and expanded in the Renaissance, repeated Cicero's remark in substance as a definition of comedy in a prefatory essay to his commentary: "Cicero has said that comedy is an imitation of life, a mirror of custom, an image of truth."9
It is significant that this definition originated with a rhetorician, for it accentuates the relation of rhetoric and comedy that became a central part of Renaissance literary criticism. From classical authorities the Renaissance inherited the idea that rhetoric was a form of art designed to give persuasive force to the truths of civilized life. For example, the author of the Rhetorica ad Herennium, a Roman rhetoric much admired in the Renaissance, said, "The task of the public speaker is to discuss capably those matters which law and custom have fixed for the uses of citizenship, and to secure as far as possible the agreement of his hearers."'0 This emphasis on the social context and persuasive end of rhetoric was often paralleled by a similar emphasis placed on comedy in Renaissance criticism. Gregorius Wagnerus, a commentator on Terence, said, for example, "Set forth in individual comedies are certain definite propositions concerning the various manners, characters, and duties of men, propositions which do a great deal for the promotion of a wise and civilized life."" Wagnerus then used the language of Cicero and Donatus referred to above to define comedy, and added: "Indeed, it [comedy] commends virtues and censures vices, and presents the substance of virtue in whatever kind of age, sex, and condition. We see here the image and vivid representation of almost all domestic actions."12 This conception of comedy as an imitation of everyday life that functions as a kind of dramatic argument to dissuade men from vice and move them to virtue was a common one in the discussions of comedy by sixteenth-century English apologists of poetry. Because of the brevity and generality of their comments and because of the narrowly moralistic emphasis (not that the English were alone in this emphasis), the English theorists presented a limited conception of a rhetorical idea of comedy. Nevertheless they promoted such an idea by affirming the importance of the social context and persuasive end of comedy. Sidney, for example, emphasized the importance of the social context when he explained how the manner in which comedy handles "our priuate and domestical matters" can teach us in "the actions of our life" to know evil so as better to perceive virtue. He affirmed the persuasive effect of comedy in his definition of the genre: "Comedy is an imitation of the common errors of our life, which he [the comic poet] representeth in the most ridiculous and scornefull sort that may be; so as it is impossible that any beholder can be content to be such a one."13 It was, however, in the commentaries on Terence by Donatus and the Renaissance scholars who followed him that rhetorical ideas and methods were fully and specifically applied to the study of comedy.'4 The commentators discovered the same expansive relations between rhetoric and the comedy of Terence that Quintilian said he found between rhetoric and the comedy of Menander: "Now, the careful study of Menander alone would, in my opinion, be sufficient to develop all those qualities with the production of which my present work is concerned; so perfect is his representation of actual life, so rich is his power of invention and his gift of style, so perfectly does he adapt himself to every kind of circumstance, character and emotion."15
The commentators explicated the particulars of Terence's style according to devices of trope and scheme. They analyzed the speeches and scenes of the plays according to rhetorical patterns, from exordium to peroration, and according to the types of oratory, deliberative, judicial, and demonstrative. They found dramatic centers for scenes and the whole plays in key propositions; they made clear, for example, how the action of Adelphi is centered in the question of whether it is better for a father to be strict or indulgent in educating a son.16 Dramatic structure was understood as a sequence of protasis (the unfolding of the argument), epitasis (complication), and catastrophe (resolution), a pattern fundamentally involving the tying and untying of a knot of intrigue.'7 The commentators carefully explained the connection of the pieces of action and the continuity of scenes. They made clear the temporal sequence of a play by explaining how any one allusion to time was consistent with another and where transitions in time took place. The characters were analyzed according to the social, temperamental, and moral types they represented, and the oppositions between characters were explained as methods of affirming standards of behavior. Nevertheless the ideas of comedy as ritual and comedy as rhetoric or dramatic argument are there in A Midsummer Night's Dream, the one celebrative of transcendent life and time, the other interpretative of everyday experience and time. I believe that Shakespeare's embodiment of the two ideas can best be demonstrated by examination of the context, dramatic action, and language of the play. The context of ritual is nature and divinity; the context of rhetoric is society. The dramatic movement of ritual is associative and symbolical, that of rhetoric is dialectical. Ritual employs a language of song and incantation; the language of rhetoric is primarily interpretative and argumentative. Ritualistically Shakespeare's play grasps and dramatizes the sense and moment of renewal, the renewal of man in communion with nature and its gods. Realistically it grasps a period of social conflict issuing into order, men in communion with one another. Poetically it grasps both, relates them, and dissolves the two ideas of comedy into one, the one that thereby apprehends the relation of nature and experience. I do not mean to impose a definition of poetry or poetic structure upon the play, to argue that poetry is that imaginative form which "bodies forth" the relation of nature and experience, but rather to demonstrate that such form is the poetic structure of this play. "The poet's eye, in a fine frenzy rolling, / Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven" (v.i.12-13), says Theseus, and the imaginative effort of the poet of This context sounds more sober in the explanation than it is in the presentation. The fairy figures are something of a burlesque of the reality and powers which they represent. Erratic and rather absurd, they present nature almost as ludicrously as Starveling presents moonshine. When Titania explains her role as nature divinity, she does so in a haughty little speech (II.i.81-117) that equates the movement of "The spring, the summer, / The childing autumn, angry winter" with her own eccentricities as Oberon's quarrelsome mate. But nature's gods are after all good-hearted and eventually manage to muddle through a benevolent program for every Jack and Jill.
The second world, the other main context of the play, is that of a human society with its hierarchy of citizens (rulers, aristocrats, artisans), its laws and marriage customs, its problems of parental authority and young love. This society has from one perspective ordinary boundaries in space and time. We meet this world in a moment of its history and see its life unfold in Athens and a nearby wood through a period that is announced as taking place from four days before Theseus' wedding day until that wedding day and night (see I.i.2-11, 83-90; Iv.i.135-139; v.i.33-34, 370-371). However, some rather peculiar things happen to the social context in the course of the play's action. Its particular social conflict and problem, even its sense of place and time undergo distortion and transformation as the mortals are influenced by the measures and reality of the other world.
Shakespeare's method of relating and assimilating the two contexts of nature and society is intricate. The method is not simply a matter of creating two worlds and letting the one act upon the other and so transform it. The social world is of itself from the beginning in a dual condition. On the one hand it is in the mood for holiday, the kind of holiday that associates the human desire for new life with seasonal renewal. On the other hand it has a social conflict to debate; it must solve a problem of human experience according to the standards of custom and law. The two desires, to be one with nature and to be one with law, are in fact in conflict with one another at the beginning. The conflict can be appreciated in understanding the dual role of Theseus in the first scene.
In Immediately we see how the play moves toward a merging of the contexts of the reality of society and the reality of nature myth, of rhetoric and ritual. Love is not only a social problem now; the gods of love are involved. Not only decisions of the lovers based on the law and their own relations with each other will determine the course of love; nature as personified by its gods will be a controlling force. As Lysander and Hermia prepare to move into the Athenian wood, they seem to sense this merging of contexts. On the one hand their plan to bypass the law is based on ordinary, realistic considerations of time, place, and circumstance. They will meet "to-morrow night" in the wood, "a league without the town," and then travel "seven leagues" to the house of Lysander's hospitable and sympathetic aunt (I.i. We realize that some kind of dramatic communion with nature and divinity is indeed in the offing, when, in Act II, Scene i, we see that the fairies animate the wood. The problem of love will now be placed in a different context; the retreat of the lovers into the wood will allow law and its authorities to be replaced by nature and her gods.
156-165). But Lysander remembers too that in the wood he once with Hermia and Helena did "observance to a morn of May" (I.i.167). That Lysander and Hermia are now going a-Maying
The epitasis of the play is from the middle of Scene ii of Act II through Act III into the first part of Act iv. In this part of the play the lovers, both human and fairy, become thoroughly confused in their amours and involvements. The fairy tricks with the magic potion are now more responsible for the conflicts of the human lovers than are their own desires and plans. Neverthe-less, the young lovers are delivered through a process of confrontation and debate in which they must test and try to interpret their mutual relations, themselves, and the condition of love. After Puck mistakenly puts the juice on Lysander's eyes and so attracts him to Helena, there is a debate between Lysander and Helena, the one arguing that Helena is a worthier maid than Hermia, the other concluding that Lysander mocks her with pretense of love (II. ii.103-134 The lovers are no longer concerned about the logic of love. They do not debate, they simply believe. They do not interpret love, they simply celebrate it. The logic of love has been referred to the measure of the powers of nature and the realm of ritual that embodies these powers. The measure of love in this realm is just as illogical as it is in the social realm, but in the realm of ritual that doesn't matter, and that is what we understand about love in both realms. It is the perspective that allows the folly of everyday life to be understood as folly and celebrated as myth. This is the pure comic vision that laughs at the limitation of the finite condition and yet apotheosizes that limitation as subject to and reflective of the benevolent course of nature and its gods.
What has happened in the play's action to the context of normal reality is symbolized in the extreme by the wedding of Bottom and Titania, a wedding which can be understood only on the level of ritualistic reality. In Act IIi, Scene i, Bottom can enter Titania's bower because he is "translated," transcending for the nonce the measure of his ordinary reality to become holiday king in comically magical masquerade. In a scene of song and flowers, with a feast of "apricocks and dewberries," "purple grapes, green figs, and mulberries" (lines 169-170 In contrast to such fairy song there is in the play the language of argument and interpretation, designed to promote social action or interpret social experience. For example, the blank verse of lines 20-127 of the first scene is for the most part the language of courtroom exchange, placed in a pattern of charge and countercharge, accusation and defense, with Theseus as judge hearing the case. Egeus steps forth "with complaint" (1. 22) against Hermia and Lysander, demands the "obedience" due him (1. 37), cites the letter of the "law" (11. 41-45); Hermia attempts to "plead" her thoughts (1. 61); Demetrius claims his "certain right" (1. 92); Lysander in turn asks for his "right" (1. 105) and accuses Demetrius of inconstancy (11. 106-110).
But these examples represent only the extremes of ritualistic and rhetorical style, musical incantation on the one hand and legalistic argument on the other. It is easy enough to distinguish ritual from rhetoric in these cases, since it is not difficult to tell the difference between a song and a debate, a prayer and an argument. Between these extremes, however, there is a range of styles, marvelously intricate modes of expression rapidly shifting between the realities of nature and society.
One of Shakespeare's methods of shifting from one reality to another is to elaborate the human rhetoric with figures of speech and sound and syntax in such a way that the figures combine with the sense to produce the effect of incantation. I have indicated above how at the beginning of the play Hippolyta's use of repetition and simile helps to introduce the idea and feeling of participating in nature's renewal and how Theseus wanders from the terms of the courtroom debate into images of hymns to the moon or of "the rose distill'd." After the courtroom exchange, Lysander and Hermia, now alone, slip into a dialogue marked by stichomythia, balance and antithesis, apostrophe, and ornate metaphor: My good Lysander! I swear to thee by Cupid's strongest bow, By his best arrow, with the golden head, By the simplicity of Venus' doves, By that which knitteth souls and prospers loves, And by that fire which burned the Carthage queen When the false Troyan under sail was seen, By all the vows that ever men have broke (In number more than ever women spoke), In that same place thou hast appointed me To-morrow truly will I meet with thee.
(i.i.168-178) In short, she pledges her faith by all that's false.
Shakespeare generally engages in such sport with his style throughout the play, using his language to move from one reality to another, pausing occasionally to turn a verbal world upon itself, as here the lyrical ritualizing of love in mythological allusion becomes a parody of itself and a mockery of stylistic affectation. Generally speaking, during the scenes in the moonlit wood the language of ritual belongs to the fairies and the language of rhetoric belongs to the mortals. It is the fairies mainly who express the action of nature and invoke the powers of nature and the
